Serum antibodies from patients with Crohn's disease and from their household members react with murine lymphomas induced by Crohn's disease tissue filtrates.
Injection into athymic nude mice (nu/nu) of filtrates of Crohn's disease tissue produces lymphoid hyperplasia and lymphomas, which react with serum antibody from other patients with Crohn's disease. We examined for such antibodies in sera of 14 patients with Crohn's disease and 25 of their household members and compared results with sera from 36 healthy unselected controls and from 14 patients with ulcerative colitis and 19 of their household members. Sera from all patients with Crohn's disease and ulcerative colitis and household members were collected in Michigan, coded, and examined by an indirect immunofluorescence assay against two primary nu/nu lymphomas and one transmitted lymphoma produced by three Crohn's disease tissue filtrates. Seven patients with Crohn's disease had antibodies against antigen(s) in the Crohn's disease lymphomas. Seven household members of patients with Crohn's disease and no household members of patients with ulcerative colitis (P less than 0.05) reacted with Crohn's disease lymphomas. However, none of the patients with ulcerative colitis (P less than 0.01) and no control healthy subjects (P less than 0.005) demonstrated immunoreactivity against nu/nu lymphomas. None of the sera reacted with a control nu/nu lymphoma. Five household members who had positive assay results were first-degree blood relatives, and the other two were spouses of patients with Crohn's disease. These results suggest that a common environmental factor may be associated with Crohn's disease, that there is a familial association in Crohn's disease, and that nu/nu mice are an important model to study the pathogenesis of Crohn's disease.